THE CORPORATE SOCIETY: THE TOWN COMMUNITY
'My friend/ he replied to his entreaty, 'every one knows
that if you give a man an inch he takes a yard. Go home and
mend your ways.'
From generation to generation the burgesses conducted
the struggle for municipal freedom, and the long conflict
was marked by extreme violence and bitterness. At Dunstable
the inhabitants prepared to abandon their homes; undaunted
by the threat of excommunication they resolved eto descend
into hell together' rather than submit to the arbitrary
exactions of the monastery. There were frequent risings of
the towns against ecclesiastical domination, especially in
times of civil commotion. Thus in 1327, when the country
was torn by dissensions which culminated in the deposition
of Edward II, a great riot broke out at Bury St. Edmunds,
the monastery was forcibly entered and the abbot and his
monks were carried off to prison. None the less the Church
almost invariably gained the upper hand. The towns with
their relatively feeble resources were powerless in the face of
influential corporations which were fortified by experience
and backed by material wealth, spiritual forces and royal
favour. The men of St. Albans made repeated bids for
independence before they finally relapsed into complete
dependence upon the abbey. When Queen Eleanor visited
the monastery (1274) the townsmen accompanied by a
great multitude of women, 'whose attack was formidable
since it is difficult to restrain successfully the anger of woman,'
forced their way in; and the Queen censured the abbot for
keeping the people away from her. Even the stubborn
resistance of Bury St. Edmunds, which was protracted for
three centuries, ended in utter submission to the sacristan
'lord of the town,' whose sanction it sought to frame
by-laws. Nor did the Reformation always bring freedom
to English monastic towns. At Peterborough the dean and
chapter succeeded to the jurisdiction of the monastery, and
down to the nineteenth century exercised the right to appoint
the city magistrates.
Apart from the claims of their feudal lords, lay and
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